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A mid concerns about SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) and now avian influenza, the European Union (EU) is hurrying to launch an equivalent of the US Centers for Disease Prevention and Control-a European CDC (ECDC).
Within 48 h of the European Parliament giving the go-ahead for the centre, EU health ministers met in Brussels on Feb 12 to thrash out the details. Representatives compared notes on national contingency plans to counter an influenza pandemic, and discussed vaccine stocks, before authorising Irish Commissioner David Byrne to draw up an EU-wide "preparedness plan", which will help protect a population of 445 million people, after enlargement of the EU on May 1.
The long campaign for a Europe-wide epidemiological organisation met with widespread resistance from governments that were reluctant to give up their individual responsibilities. However, European Parliament representatives insisted that the ECDC should have powers wider than the largely advisory role proposed by Byrne.
The approved terms of reference require ECDC "to identify, assess, and communicate current and emerging threats to human health from communicable diseases". If outbreaks of illness are of unknown origin, the centre is "empowered to act on its own initiative until the source of the outbreak is known-and then in cooperation with the relevant competent authorities at national or [EU] level as appropriate". But with no laboratory facilities of its own, the ECDC will start life as a networking operation, building on existing intergovernmental contacts.
Byrne expressed misgivings that the 30-member ECDC management board may prove "unwieldy" since all 25 EU states are to be represented, alongside three Commission nominees and two from the parliament. MEPs also secured seats on the ECDC Advisory Forum for NGOs, professional bodies and academia.
The ECDC legislation is expected to be signed within weeks, thus avoiding the risk that the draft might lapse when the current parliament rises in May.
A budget of almost €48 million (£33 million) is allocated for 2005-07. During that period, the initial ECDC staff of just 35 is expected to grow to almost 100. A so-called "high-level process of reflection" on patient mobility and healthcare developments in the European Union (EU)involving health ministers, health professionals, and patients-is currently underway.
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The European Council is expected to approve new legislation in June-which would allow patients from any member state to move freely within the EU and to use hospitals independently of their country of residence.
"We are anticipating changes in the development of a common European health space", said Pastor.
Health-care collaboration between Spain and Portugal has flourished recently. The number of Spanish doctors practising in Portugal has risen in recent years, and an increasing number of Portuguese students are moving to Spain to study medicine. Treatment of Portuguese patients in Spain has also contributed to cutting the surgery waiting lists for Portuguese patients. Indeed, Pereira noted that last year the Portuguese health ministry paid Spanish centres €140 million for this purpose.
Central to the agreement is the promotion of healthcare centres and hospitals offering shared services, allowing the two countries to share resources. Access to health-care centres, especially in the border region, will be improved, and patients will be able to visit the centre nearest to them, regardless of its geographical location. Both ministers foresee the establishment of homogeneous tariffs for health-care services.
The partnership will also boost the exchange and free movement of health professionals, including doctors and nurses. Starting this year, both countries will begin developing shared information systems and epidemiological surveillance programmes, and a joint emergency network to tackle food and infection alerts and extreme climatic conditions is planned for the future.
An Iberian Working Group on Environmental Health will also be launched. And for the first time, Portuguese doctors will be able to apply for research grants advertised by the Spanish health ministry.
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